Whorfianism is the theory that the linguistic features of a person's native language affect the way that he thinks. The theory has had a checkered history. Vague statements of the kind were made often by scholars and philosophers of language during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the 1930's Benjamin Whorf, after whom the theory is named, made claims that were much more specific and much more radical; in this review, we will call this version of the theory "Classic Whorfianism". Over the next fifty years, Whorf's claims were thoroughly demolished, and the theory seemed to be entirely dead. Recently, however, a number of researchers have found pretty convincing experimental evidence for some influence of language on non-linguistic cognitive activities; this research programme is known as "Neo-Whorfianism". Popular science writers and journalists have greeted these results with great enthusiasm, and in some cases have exaggerated their scope and significance; following McWhorter, in the book under review, we will call this "Popular Whorfianism".
Looking at the titles of the two books under review -Guy Deutscher's Through the Language Glass: Why the World Looks Different in Different Languages and John McWhorter's response, The Language Hoax: Why The World Looks the Same in Any Language, -and particularly at the diametrically opposed, categorical claims in the two subtitles, the reader might well expect to find a fierce, no-holds-barred conflict on opposite sides of the question: like Chomsky vs. Kissinger on US foreign policy, say, or Dennett vs. Chalmers vs. Tononi on consciousness. Nothing of the kind. In fact, Deutscher and McWhorter are very largely in agreement. They entirely agree in excoriating Whorf: Deutscher calls him a "con man" and gives an extended account of his theories and errors ; McWhorter entirely agrees but wastes little space repeating this. They presumably agree about the misrepresentations in Popular Whorfianism. McWhorter is very much troubled by Popular Whorfianism, and decries it at length; Deutscher largely ignores it, but certainly has no desire to see the scientific results of Neo-Whorfianism overstated or misinterpreted. They even largely agree about the significance of Neo-Whorfianism: They both view the results, so far, as fascinating, but limited in scope. They have their differences, certainly, about the specific interpretation of particular NeoWhorfian results. They differ more profoundly in terms of their hope and expectations for the future: Deutscher hopes and expects that further researches will show more powerful and deeper influences of language on thought; McWhorter hopes and expects that these influences will continue to be minor.
Despite his combative subtitle, McWhorter's roars at Neo-Whorfianism in general and at Deutscher in particular are as gentle as any suckling dove. He writes (p. 3)
